Thinking Well

The indispensable characteristio of a good writer Is a siyle
marked by lucidiry.
—Ermest Hemingway

And fows is clarity to be achieved? Mainly by taking frou-
Dle; anl by writing to sevve peaple vather than to impress
them.

—FL. Lucas

sch profession, it would seem, has its own style of thought that must
Ebe mastered before a person feels at home in it. The law certainly
does. So does architecture, Aud so, oo, with engineering, accounting,

p prog ing, film d g, psyehology, carpentry—yon
nume it, they all have a style of thought related to the natire of the pro-
fession. It stands to reason that writing would have its own, too. And
it does.

What a novice needs more than anything, then, is to plug into the
brain of an experienced writer—to understand the assumptions she typi-
cally makes, the silent monologue that is occupying her head as she com-
pases, the speciil effects she is trying to achieve . . . Without that guiding
instinct, writing will remain all hit-or-miss—a frustrating repetition of trial
and error, over and over again.
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i Fundamentals

A beginning chess pliyer fices muny of the same problems. Lacking
any kind of “chess sense,” as players call it, he sits bewildered at the board,
moving first a pawn, then a bishop; then—why not?—his queen. all at ran-
dom, hoping that something good will come of it but knowing that if it
does, it will be a mere plece of luck. He has no idei low seasaned players
think at the board. Even sitting across fram them, he cannot fathom what
they’re trying to iplish with a patticular move, what blunders they're
frying to avaid, what alternate game strategies they might be considering,
He can ertainly appreciate the effects, but the actual thought process is
a mystery.

Unfortunately, the grandmasters have made it far easier for a novice
to soquire chess sense than avthors have made it for him to aoquire its lit-
erary equivilent. They've published book after book explaining how to
think chess—what opening gambits t icler, what ks work
well, what endgame tacties to use. Authors of writing texts, om the other
hand, tend to stress mechanics, perhaps asswming that people either know
how to think or they don't.

1 hope to repair that neglect. My chiel aim, both in this chapter and
throughout the book, is to help you develop “writer’s sense.” You'll find it
as bndliy| e s racar to-a pilot. Tl begin by explaining how 4 novice
writer typieally thinks so that when 1 move on 1o explain Low the veteran
thinks, you'll have 2 mere vivid sense of the contrast.

The Novice

Maost of the novice’s difficulties start with the simple fact that the
paper he writes on is mute. Beoause it never talks back to him, and be-
cause he's concentrating so hurd on generating ideus, he readlily forgets—
mlike the veteran—that another human being will eventually be trying to
ke sense of what he's suying. The result? His natural tendency as a writer
is to think primarily of himself—hence to write primarily for himself. Here,
in & nutshell, lies the ultimate reason for most had writing*

He isn't wware of his . of course, but all the symptoms
of his voot problem are there: he thinks through an tdea only until it is

* Paul Burks, » National Magazine Awned-winaing journallst and executive editar
handest m»; & writer

of Teas Mimthly, told ane of my elasses, “The Tias e s bs enirh s

solf-indulgence.”
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himself, slowly comes to develop, first, an awareness of limself from the
reaier’s vaniage point (elijectivity); next, a capacity to put himself imagi-
natively in the mind of the reader ( hy); and finally, an app

of the reader’s rights and feelings {(caurtesy). You can see that the young
writer Is essentfally retrucing, in a new context, the same psychic joumey
hes traveleed as a child. Even the net result is comparable. Having passed the
last stage of conrtesy as a child, he achieved the mark of a truly civilized per-
son: social sensitivity When L passes the sune stuge ms a writer, he uchieves
the mark of a truly civillzed author: a readable style.

The Veteran

The thinking process of a skilled writer reflects liow she conceives the
writing situation. Let's start, then, by developing a realistic understanding
of whal that situation nvolves.

All writing is communication. But most writi to go further.
1t hopes to make the reader react i certiin wlysts«i:g“pleag‘d smlles,
nods of assent, stabs of pathos, or whatever,

Sa wo can say, generally, that writing is the art of ereating de-
P say, generally, g f ereating

Now for an essay writer, the chiel desired effect is persuasion. Sup-
pose you are that writer. You want your readers to buy two things: your
idens and you, their source. That is, you want them o view your ideas as
sound and interesting, and to view you as smart, informed, direct, and com-
panionable. (All of these things, of course, are desired effects.} 1f you don't
Eenuude them ta accept you, it’s doubtful that you'll persuade them to

uy the ideas you're proffering. We buy from people we like and trust—
it's human nature.

The big question, then, Is how to win resders? Here are four essentials:

1. Have samething to say that’s worth their attention

2. Be sold on ite valiclity andl importasce yourself sa you ean pitch it with gon-
viction.

3. Furnish strong urguments that are well supparted with concrate proof.

4. Use confldent language—vigoraus verbs, strong nouns, and sssertive

While that looks like a pretty full recipe for suceessful writing, it isn't.
Even if we exclude sheer antfitlness, one thing is still missing—and almost
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Once you acquire the habit of reading attentively, you'll find that
your psychological sense will improve sharply, and with it your tactical
sense, too, This will huve an immediate impact not only on the effective-
nes_aotigub:;iwnﬂng bt on your attitude toward it as well. You'll discaver
yourse! nning to relish it as 4 suprome chullenge to your powers of
salesmanship. At the same time, you'llPﬁnd ynlunell!‘]g):x)m!;:.g increasing-
ly considerate, Your readers’ nends, not your own, sill dominate your think-
ing And It will give you pleassire; you'll quickly leam to enjoy the sense of
commuinion, the fellow-loeling it brings, for, s i a friendship, you'll be in
warm, imaginative touch with other human
All of this brings me to the second prine way of serving your read-
ens: schooling yourself to be other-otiented You try ta wnd d your
readers. Yon actively think of them, identify with them, empathize with
them, You try to intuit their neads. You train yourself 10 think abways of
their convenience, not your own. You treat them exactly as yonwould wish
to be treated, with genuine consideration for theiy feelings. And you keep
reminding yourself] over and over, that good writing s good manners.

There are five specific ways you can serve your readers’ needs, Please
add them ta the list of four essentials that T gave you & minte age; and as
you read them, note how they apply to conversation ss well 4 to writing:

L Phrase your thaughts clewrly so you're easy to follaw:

2 Speak io the point so you dnn?wmmmaz-.u' time.

3. Anticipate thoir reactions (hordow, confy fatigue, i

4. Offer them variety and wit to lighten their work.

B Talk o thean iy warm, apen mannor instosd of pontificating to them like
4 knenv-ft-all

Although Tl be following up ou all these points in later chaptess, I'd
like to expaid here an #1, the need for clarity, and #3, the need to antici
pate your readery” vesponses. This will give me a chanee to explain more
conesetely the assumptions and actial thought processes of a skilled writer.

Phrase Your Thoughts Clearly

A prose style may be dloquent, lyrical, witty, shythmical, and fresh s

Montana ait, but i it lacks elarity, few readers will stay with it for long. Just
a3 no one enjoys looking st a view, however spectacular, throngh a mud-
streaked window, no one enjoys listening to n symphony of words reduced
to mare noise.
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* Perhaps sast important of all, they are sticklirs for continuity. link
their and hs as lously mm..mmrmm.

But ather than speak fur them, perhaps 1 should let a fow clear writ-
ers speak for themselves, Hero, first, is the distinguished British historian
George M. Trevelyan:

The idea that istortes which are delightful to read must be tie wark of
supurficial temperaments, und that a erablsed style betokens &

thinker or conscientious worker, is the reverse of the truth. What is easy to
read has been difficult to write. The labor of writing and rewritig, cor-
recting and recorveting, is the due pxacted by every goor book from its
author Tha easily Howing connection of sentence with sentence and
paragraph with pacagraph has always been won by the sweat of the brow.

And now novelist James A, Michener:

1 have never thought of myself as a gnod writer. who wints reas-
surance of that should read one of my flrst drafls. But I'm one of the
warld's greatest sewriters.

And finally E.B. White, perhaps America’s most respected 20th-
::huydnmyisl, whosa consistently graceful style entitles him to have the
word:

The main thing | try o do Is write as leardy as 1 can_ Because I have the
greatest respect for the readey, and if he’s going 1o the trouble of reading
what Tve written—I'm a slow render myself and 1 guess most people

are—swhy, the loast 1 ean do Is make it w easy as possible for him to find
:ud:“l:u Vi vrying to say, brying to get at. | rewrite # good deal to mike

Anticipate Your Reader’s Responses

The chief difficulty with writing is that it seems a one-way process,
You can't see your reader’s face, you can’t hear her, you can’t got any
foedback from her whatsoever The novice writer, as we've seen, fs obliv-
ious to this handicap. The skilled writer, though, s supersensitive to it.
But he overcanos it by actively imagining a reader—in fact, imagining
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Andl saon, and so on. Writing well is a long exercise in second-guess-
Ing and empathizing—even & kind of non-neratic, self-induced paranoin:
Tt puts a presiiun on soetal sensitivity, alertness, and goodwill. 1t is, in short,
avery complicited business. But, like mountain elimbing, it’s also wondar-
fully challenging. Rewarding, too. When you've genuinely communicated
with anather person. when you've y dedd Lier to aceept 4 new viewpol
and when the whale: learning experience s been fn lor her because you
made it fun for her, Mat's J ghit satisfying—hell, it's exhilamti

Some Concluding Thoughts

1. Mo fumbu s another ward for grans of e mind. Miniba umbe s
what comes ant i first and mumf drafts when you're writing hasically
for youryelf—that is, when you're still trying to fathom what your think
about & subject.

2. Onee you've firished sriting for yourself snd besgin writing for the read-
ex. your rmutibo fumba will start tuming info bani fido prose—be., sen-
tenes that make sonse.

3. I your reader can't get your firll meaning in » single reading, however—
and a single reading i+ all she owes you—you must face up ta tha fact
that you're afflieted with some residial mmmba jumbo,

4 The best remedy? Shorter words and shortor sentoncas,

5 When yeu Rueally think you've Ruished a ploce, roread it twice, first
the syes of e average rowder (for unconstdous obscuritios) and second
through the eyes of your worst eney (for all other lapses), This tonds to
Huvee u nicely chilling effect on overheated anl underthought prose.

6. As wlast cantion. let tha piece stand overnight, Then, in the moming, g
al It again—you're bound to have 4 whole new outlook. Also, do as the
professional wuthar does and share it with some candid friends, Tell them,
" interested in seoing this thiug improved, not approved™—and mean
it. As reinforcemont, It might fielp both you and your frieads ifyou quote

mwm.:rk o BI::;“: Shaw anve macy 1o the actress Ellen
. Miss Terry had conl hate mmliictanoe to defiace e mamiseripts
of a play he had sent o for criticism. Shaw wrote back to hor:

Oh bother the MBS ik i us el us you ke what sl
ara thay for? Mk everything thint strikess you. | iy consitha 5
Hhimgg 49 simes: but i you considder 1, 1 sill e congidesed 50
fimes: and o e 50 times consitmd i 2 per oot Lotior Qi
o 49 tivnos considered. Andd i is the final 2 per cont il
winkers the diffs hovwean exocllimes and wdioorty
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passably clour to liim, since, for his purposes, it needu't be-any clearer; he
dispenses with transitions hecause its enough that he knows how his ideas
conneet; he uses i private syst no systes fp he
doesn't brouble to define his terms hecanse he understands parfoetly well
whit hie mesns by them; he writes page aller page without bothering to vary
hils sentence structure; he leaves off page mimbers and foatnotes; e pars-
his only when the mood strikes him; he ends abraptly when he decides
ic’s liad enongh; he neglects to proofread the final job hecanse the writ-
Ing isover . . - Given his total sell-orientation, its no wonder that he fails
ropeatedly as a writer. Actually, hie's not writing at all; he's merely com-
miming privately with limsolf—that is, be's simply putting thouglits down
W PApEr.

1 oall this s writlng, ™ The writer s like a por-
son who turns his chair away from his lstener, mumbles wt longth to the
wall.and then heads for home without a backward glance

Basically, all it takes to begin moving from unconscions wnting to
gennine writing is  few moments' reflection on what thie writing/reading
process ileally lvolves. Think about It What it ivolves is one person

i pting b deate with another. Implicitly, thew, it In-
volves the reader as much as the writer. sinee the siccess of the commini-
catiom depenils solely on how the reader receives it. Also, since more than
one person is involved, and since all of us have feclings, it has ta be as sith-
Ject to the basic rles of good manners as any other human relationship The
writer who is fiilly aware of these implicati the ibus writ
semmbles a person who companionably faves her listener and tries her lovel
best to communieate with him, even persunde and charm him in the
process, and wha eventually bids him the equivalent of a genial larewell,

The big breakthrough for the novice writer, then, will oecur at the
moment he begins to liend the social implications of what he's
doing. Far from writing in a vacuum, he is conversing, in a very real sense,
with another human being, just as 1 am conversing right now with you.
even though that person—like you—rody be hours, or days, or even years
away in time This breakthirough dds an Infant’s dawning realization
that & warld exists beyand himsell.

Actually, since the novice is as much a self-orented newcomer to
tuts social world as the infant is to liis, we might suspect that the similari-
ty doesn't end there. And we're right. Both of them pass through a grad-
ual process of sociall aidl deepening The writer. for
example, alter realizing that a world—a reader—exists out there beyond
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alvays . The ultimate way we win readers is by courteously serving them—
that s, satisfying their needs, An experienced writer knows that to serve well
is tosell well; equally. to sell well is to serve well, They are complementary
activities. The moans are inseparable from the ends.

The writer, for all practieal purposes, does not exist without the as-
sent of his readors, who have the power to shut Lim ofl at whis. This fact
of life makes pleasing them absolutely eritioal. But that's only falr. 1f we're
going to ask thew Lo give us thedr time and attention, then we're o their
debt, not the other way around; we must be prepared to repay their kind-
ness with kindness of our own. Beyond pleasing them simply to square
debis and keep them reading, though, there's also the practical necessity
of pleasing them in order to persuade them. Samuel Butler long ago re-
murked, "We are not won by arguments that we can analyze, but by tone
and temper, by the manner which is the mas himsell” 1 don't whelly agree
with that, but its certainly close to the truth, A pleasing manner surely
makes one's arguments themselves seem pleasing becunse it dresses them
in-an aura of reasombleness

All of us. 1 think, grasp these facts of life perfectly well as resders, bt
mast of us manage to forget them us writers. Being unconsciously self-
ortented, we think its eriough simply ta Ly out our ideas. Experience keeps
disproving us, thoughi. Readers will always fnsist on having their needs
I altes, as they have every right o, and if we're heedless, they'Il say
“Enough of you™ and tass our picce aside.

How, then, do you serve your reader? First, you must cultivate a psy-
chological sense. That is, you must sensitize yourself to what wins gou
over—how and why you respond, and what makes you feel well served—
and graduslly learn to extend that awareness to your reacler. This boak. in-
cicentally, is as good a place ax any to stark sensitizing yourself. As you read
along, yoi onght to be asking yourself such questions as these: “Is Lis style
too comples to be readable, or toa plain, or is it just right—and why?
“What is his tone, and how docs he achiove it? Do | like it or don 17
“Why does he use 4 semicolon here instead of & period?” Do 1 like this two-
sentence h#* “What effect do his contractions have on me?” A
writer eager to improve his psychological sense never simply reads; he
veads critically. His mind is always alert to the wanner as well s the mes-
sage, for only in this way will he leam what works and why it werks, plus
what doesn't work and why it doesn't. He's like one musician listening to
the chords ind phrasing of another. What's special he'll imitate and rake
his own
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Hemingway was right: clarity is the indispensable characteristic of
good prose, It's the first thing a reader damands, and perhaps the hardest
thing o daliver. Not only must the individual thoughts be clear but, even
more challenging. they mnust follow a logical sequance, Since the average
Luuman mind isn't aceustomed to thinking systematically, trying to write
clear prose {s as fatiguing as waterskiing, You're using musclos that nar-
mally get little exervise, and they soon let you know it

But in writing, as In waterskiing; progress does come with practice.
And it's gresily accelerated by the-teclmiques and ottitades of
expents. Clear writers, for instance, vary widely m native telligence, but
they all share several attitudes:

* They assume that their chilel job I io communicats. They hope to do more,
of conrse—namely, porsuade and charm—bot they know that communics-
thon must come frst, especially I/ they are ever to aclijeve these other éffects

® They ussunse, wilh # pessiinisn bors of expetience, Wal whatever isnt plain-

Iy stated, the reader sell invarialily wiiseonstre. Thoy keep in miud iat slie

i, aller all, u perfect stranger to thiir gardon of ingenjons idvas. Tn fict, to

Tier, that garden may initlally resemble & langled thicket, i not « tropical

rain forest. This being sa, their jol us writer is lo guide her through, step by

step, so that the exp vill be quick and ble. This imvolves ajert

Ty anticipating her moments of confusion wud periodically gving her an px-

planation of where she's headed. The writer's Golden Rule is the samo a3 the

moralist's: Do unto others. .

They assume that even their profoundest idess sro capable of bemg ex-

pressed clearly. They aren't so vain as to think that their reflections tran-

scend the pawers of langnage—Shakespeare punctures that fantasy—nor

30 lazy as to ask their resder 1o double ss s clairvoyant. As novelist Somer

set Maugham remarkesd in The Summing Up:

1 have never had much patience with the writers who claim from
the reader an effort to understand their mpaning, You have only

10 g0 to the great philosophers to seo that itis possible to express
with lncidity the most subtle reflections, You may find it difficult
to understand tho thought of Hume, and if you have no philo-
sophical training it implications will doubtless eseape you; but
o one with any education at all can fail to onderstand exactly
what the meming of each sentence is,

* They have sccepted the grim reality that nine-tonthis of all writing is
rewriling
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muny different readers—just as an exp 1TV
into the camera’s unwinking eye, actively Imugines s viewser.

The kind of reader (or readers) that u skilled wiiter imagines will de-
pend, of course, on the occasion, the type of plece he's writing, and other
such factors. But whatever the oocasion, he'll assume the reader has a zil-
tion more interesting things to do with her time, is reading at a fast elip, and
i fust waiting for an axcuse fo tune out. The writer’s challenge, then, s to
avoid giving lier that excuse: The supreme challenge is to make hor quite
forget the other things she wanted to do.

How does the writer meet these challenges? Chielly by empatly
The whole time he’s writing, he's constuntly switching back and forth from
his own mind to hers. Like a skilled chess player, he niakes a dozen men-
tal maves for every actual one. Each of them he tests as to the probable re-
sponse it will elicit. Antivipation, he's leamed, is the name of the gume. If
he can anticipate a response. he has a fair chance of controlling it. So every
sentence—yes, every receives o buttery of chall

» “Am I droing here? Is she ready to silence me? Is there any way 1 ean light-
en this up®™

“How can | get her 10 see—to frol—the urgency of this point?”

“1s the continuity silky here, or is fatigue blinding me to & bamp?

“Might she welcome an analogy bhere, or is this abstract idea dlear enough
on its own®”

“Am { treating hor us if she were an idiot?”

“1s there wny conceivible way this sentence might confuse her?
“Have I just used any of these wards in previous sentoncos?

“Will this phiruse strike her s pretentions? And, honestly, am [ g it to im-
press her, or bs this the only way | can express the thought cleanly?

“Will she get tha moance e, or b | better spell it out?

“Can she jump on me for verbosity here?

“Will sk liear & strongly conversational, living voice coming theongh, or an
1 beginning to sound bke a book?™

1% equally watchful about 1he way he paragraphs. He remembers
all too well encountering whale-like that loft him sinking under
their weight, not to mention those mini-paragraphs that had his eye bouno-
ing down the page. Toa much or too little in u paragraph, he kiows, bis the
samie effect: it wears the reader ont. He also watches the continuity be-
tween paragraphs. “Is the connection solid?" he asks himself. “Will my
reader want an even sturdier bridge between these parts of my argument?
Is there any conceivable way she can feel disorlented here?”

looking




